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ONE  FAITH  -  THREE  SIDES  * 


Last  Sunday  afternoon  here  in  the  Nave  we  dedica- 
ted a  concert  grand  piano  to  the  memory  of  my  distin- 
guished predecessor  Robert  J.  McCracken„ 

That  piano  has  eighty-eight  keys ,  each  one  as  per- 
fectly made  as  the  rest*   But  all  the  notes  are  not  of 
equal  importance.   Those  that  are  closer  to  "middle  C" 
will  be  struck  more  often  than  the  highs  and  lows  that 
function  near  the  edges. 

It  is  thus  with  the  Bible.   In  that  book,  so  in- 
fluential in  our  history,  many  notes  are  sounded.  All 
are  not  equally  dominant,  however.   The  Bible  has  its 
"middle  C,"  its  center,  where  what  matters  most  is 
heard. 

Today  I  wish  to  speak  to  a  theme  that  is  funda- 
mental to  Biblical  religion.   The  theme  is  this:   God 
and  Self  and  Neighbor  are  Inseparably  related  to  each 
other  like  the  sides  of  a  triangle.   None  of  the  sides 
can  stand  by  itself  without  the  other  two :   God  -  Self 
-  Neighbor. 


No  civilization  has  yet  been  unearthed  that  lacked 
an  altar.   All  people,  whatever  their  time  or  place, 
experience  what  has  been  described  as  "the  suction  of 
the  Infinite."  Not  whether  we  will  be  religious  but 
how  is  the  question. 

Some  see  religion  as  an  experience  totally  en- 
closed within  the  self.   This  position  can  be  repre- 
sented by  a  circle  (  0  ) .   The  self  is  all  there  is . 
No  "other"  is  involved .   Those  who  believe  in  God  are 
merely  "projecting"  inner  needs  on  something  that 
isn't  there. 
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Within  this  camp  introspection  is  seen  as  a  suf- 
ficiently rewarding  discipline.   Thomas  Paine  said  it 
plainly:  "My  own  mind  is  my  own  church."  Prayer  be- 
comes a  refined  way  of  talking  to  oneself.   Religion 
is  seen  as  what  one  does  with  her  solitude. 

Religion  is  for  one .   But  this  is  not  Biblical 
religion.   As  the  perceptive  Abraham  Heschel  asked, 
"Why  shoud  we  raise  the  ego-centric  affliction  to  the 
status  of  a  virtue?   It  is  precisely  the  function  of 
prayer  to  overcome  that  predicament ,  to  see  the  world 
in  a  different  setting .   The  self  is  not  the  hub  but 
the  spoke  of  the  revolving  wheel.   It  is  precisely  the 
function  of  prayer  to  shift  the  center  of  living  from 
self-consciousness  to  self-surrender."  1_ 

Others  see  religion  as  involving  two  -  the  self 
and  God.  For  a  symbol  here  I  would  suggest  a  verti- 
cal line  with  a  circle  at  each  end  (  I  ) . 

James  Garfield  is  credited  with  having  been  the 
first  to  define  a  university  as  "Mark  Hopkins  at  one 
end  of  a  log  and  a  student  at  the  other."   Those  who 
hold  that  religion  is  for  two  envision  their  faith  as 
an  upright  pole  or  pillar  with  the  soul  at  one  end  and 
God  at  the  other. 

The  dominant  aspiration  here  is  communion.  Mystics 
over  the  years  have  beggared  language  describing  the 
ecstasy  the  soul  can  know  when  it  throws  itself  open 
to  God's  invading  presence.   A  popular  religious  num- 
ber catches  up  the  intention: 

"My  God  and  I,  go  in  the  field  together, 
We  walk  and  talk  as  good  friends  should 
and  do, 
We  clasp  our  hands  our  voices  ring  with 
laughter, 
My  God  and  I  walk  thru  the  meadows  hue. 
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My  God  and  I,  will  go  for  aye  together, 
We1 11  walk  and  talk  and  jest  as  good 
friends  do . 
This  earth  will  pass  and  with  it  common 
trifles , 
But  God  and  I,  will  go  unendingly."  2_ 


Important  as  it  is  to  have  a  first-hand  sense  of 
God,  Biblical  religion  is  not  a  religion  of  two.   Ver- 
tical communion  is  never  enough  but  always  part  of 
something  more.   That  "more"  is  involvement  in  the 
needs  of  others.   Piety  that  shuns  the  world  is  sus- 
pect .   Thus ,  Dostoevsky  in  his  novel  has  Fyodor 
Karamazov  say  jeeringly:  "Here  in  this  hermitage  there 
are  twenty-five  saints  being  saved.   They  look  at  each 
other  and  eat  cabbages . "  3_ 

Biblical  religion  is  not  a  religion  of  one.   Nei- 
ther is  it  a  religion  of  two.   It  is  a  religion  of 
three,  the  Self  -  the  Neighbor  -  and  God.   A  triangle 
represents  it  best,  for  Biblical  religion  has  three 
sides  (  /\    ) . 

The  Scriptures  do  not  encourage  man  to  spend  his 
days  in  a  narcissistic  reading  of  his  pulse.  The  Bible 
does  not  encourage  idyllic  walks  with  God  in  garden 
lanes  while  a  bleeding  world  convulses  to  its  death. 

Piety  to  be  valid  must  connect  with  life  -  "Thy 
will.... on  earth  even  as  it  is  in  heaven."  The  Ten 
Commandments  carry  duties  that  point  up  toward  God  and 
out  toward  man.   It  is  as  important  to  refrain  from 
killing  as  it  is  to  honor  and  revere  God's  holy  name. 
Solemn  assemblies  are  no  substitute  for  justice  at  the 
gate .   Doxologies  are  a  mockery  where  the  poor  are  ex- 
ploited and  the  hungry  go  unfed.   In  one  of  the  classic 
summaries  of  Judeo-Christian  faith  we  are  to  "do  just- 
ly, love  mercy,  and  walk  humbly  with  our  God." 

(Micah  6:8) 

Jesus  spoke  with  abrasive  clarity  about  the  way 
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in  which  our  dealings  with  others  affect  our  dealings 
with  God:  "If  you  are  offering  your  gift  at  the  altar, 
and  there  remember  that  your  brother  has  something 
against  you,  leave  your  gift  there  before  the  altar 
and  go;  first  be  reconciled  to  your  brother,  and  then 
come  offer  your  gift."  (Mat.  5:23-24)   Here  is  "Third 
party"  religion  in  its  most  lucid  expression.   Reli- 
gion is  not  for  one.   Religion  is  not  for  two.   Re- 
ligion is  for  three.  A  triangle  represents  it  best. 


Our  concern  today  is  with  religion  in  American 
life.   A  whopping  65%  of  our  citizens  claim  to  belong 
to  the  Judeo-Christian  tradition.   In  all  fairness  it 
might  be  asked  why  such  a  sizable  number  of  people 
have  made  so  faint  an  impact  on  our  common  life.   Let 
me  attempt  an  explanation. 

Across  the  generations,  from  Pilgrim  days  on  out, 
responsibility  for  the  neighbor  has  been  understood  in 
inter-personal  terms.   Is  there  a  fire?  Watch  how 
fellow-tenants  come  through  with  countless  acts  of 
sorely  needed  help.   Is  there  a  death?  Watch  the  cas- 
seroles and  flowers  and  cards  come  in ,  offers  of  prayers 
and  automobiles  and  babysitters. 

Our  organized  charities  are  extensions  of  person- 
to-person  help.   The  United  Way  Campaign  each  year  pre- 
sumes that  neighbor  love  is  very  much  alive  and  well 
in  America.   Our  non-profit  agencies  deserve  the  envy 
they  enjoy. 

But  here ' s  the  rub .   The  need  of  the  hour  is  for 
the  churches  and  synagogues  of  America  to  learn  that 
helping  the  neighbor  nowadays  also  means  getting  bur- 
dens off  his  back  that  were  put  there  and  are 
being  kept  there  by  unjust  laws  and  customs ! 

If  we  look  at  the  nation  in  particular  or  the 
world  as  a  whole  it  is  clear  that  most  of  our  troubles 
come  from  the  fact  that  some  have  too  much  while  others 
have  too  little.   The  point  holds  true  whether  we  con- 
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sider  power,  wealth,  energy  or  influence. 

There  can  be  no  lasting  peace,  no  abiding  healing, 
until  balance  is  restored.   The  restoration  of  balance 
is  the  surest  road  to  reconciliation  anywhere ! 

The  Bible  speaks  frankly  about  social  responsi- 
bility. In  Israel,  for  example,  if  a  person  was  found 
slain  in  open  country  the  elders  were  to  come  forward 
and  measure  the  distance  to  the  cities  roundabout.  The 
elders  of  the  nearest  city  then  had  to  offer  up  a  sac- 
rifice ~~  acknowledging  that  city*s  guilt  in  the  death 
of  a  passing  stranger.  (Deut.  21:1-9) 

To  prevent  the  rich  from  getting  richer  and  the 
poor  from  getting  poorer,  every  fifty  years  was  to  be 
a  Year  of  Jubilee  in  which  the  soil  would  rest ,  slaves 
would  be  freed,  and  all  property  would  be  returned  to 
its  original  owner.  (Lev.  25) 

Each  year  at  harvest  time  the  crops  were  to  be 
picked  —  but  not  too  cleanly.   Some  handfuls  were  to 
be  left  on  purpose  for  the  poor  to  glean.  (Ruth  2:15) 
Interest  rates  and  pawnbrokering  were  matters  closely 
tied  to  faith.   Rapacity  was  condemned  and  punished. 
To  scarf  with  bribery  or  bend  justice  was  to  invoke 
the  wrath  of  God. 

If  at  the  altar  we  remember  that  "our  brother  has 
something  against  us,"  said  Jesus,  we  ought  to  stop 
our  worship  and  go  out  to  make  things  right.   I  sus- 
pect that  Jesus  had  more  in  mind  than  personal  feuds 
and  stalemates. 

We  know  as  we  worship  that  many  "have  something 
against  us"  —  our  ghetto  poor;  our  blacks  who  get 
such  little  help,  from  Presidents  on  down,  in  their 
quest  for  decent  education ;  our  migrant  workers  toil- 
ing with  stooped  backs  under  a  roasting  sun;  our  Amer- 
ican Indians  corraled  in  reservations  and  reduced  to 
the  status  of  abject  dependence;  our  prison  population, 
disproportionately  black  and  brown,  grim  testimony  to 
a  slanted  system.   Our  worship  is  compromised  insofar 
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as  we  attempt  to  seek  our  Father's  face  and  ignore  our 
brother's  need! 

The  founder  of  the  Salvation  Army,  William  Booth, 
levelled  a  withering  attack  on  relgion  that  disdains 
all  contact  with  the  harsh  realities  of  history  when 
he  asked,  "Why  all  these  temples  and  tabernacles  to 
save  man  from  perdition  in  a  life  to  come  when  never 
a  helping  hand  is  stretched  forward  to  save  him  from 
the  inferno  of  his  present  life?"  M_   But  how  to 
stretch  that  hand  is  the  question. 

Good  deeds  are  always  helpful,  but  to  heal  what's 
hurting  us  now  in  America  requires  more  than  that.   To 
"un-monkey"  peoples'  backs  drastic  changes  must  be 
made  that  call  for  concerted  social  action.   An  ex- 
cessively spiritualized  view  of  the  Bible  will  not  do, 
nor  will  a  promise  to  be  kind  to  everyone  we  meet. 

In  his  Theology  of  Liberation,  Gustavo  Gutierrez 
alludes  to  an  action  in  Central  America  that  suggests 
the  right  direction:  "More  than  200  laymen,  priests, 
and  bishops  of  El  Salvador  assert  that  'our  Church  has 
not  been  effective  in  liberating  and  bettering  Salva- 
dorian  man.   This  failure  is  due  in  part  to  an  incom- 
plete concept  of  the  salvation  of  man  and  the  mission 
of  the  church  and  in  part  to  the  fear  of  losing  pri- 
vileges or  suffering  persecution.'"  _5 

To  confine  religion  to  the  inner  world  or  the 
next  world  is  to  give  the  present  world  over  to  the 
devil.   This  is  precisely  what  has  happened  in  America, 
The  dominant  interpretation  of  Christianity  is  that  of 
a  religion  of  two.   Jesus  is  cherished  as  personal 
Savior  and  ignored  as  cosmic  Christ,  welcomed  as  Lord 
of  the  heart  and  unrecognized  as  Lord  of  history  too! 
The  end  result  is  that  unjust  distributions  of  wealth 
and  power  go  unchallenged.   Indeed,  imbalances  become 
sanctified  and  those  who  work  for  fundamental  change 
are  branded  as  enemies  of  God  and  man. 
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The  churches  and  synagogues  of  America  are  unfaith- 
ful to  their  founding  documents  when  they  fail  to  stand 
with  the  poor  and  the  oppressed.   The  Bible  cannot  be 
made  to  square  with  a  faith  that  concentrates  entirely 
on  matters  of  the  soul.   The  knocking  at  the  door  is 
getting  louder  and  the  hour  is  late „   Shall  we  go  on 
pretending  that  we  do  not  hear?  That  we  really  don't 
know  what  to  do  or  how  to  go  about  it?   Shall  we  drown 
out  the  clamor  with  another  round  of  "I  come  to  the 
garden  alone?" 

Religion  is  for  three .   We  may  build  our  sanctu- 
ary walls  to  the  thickness  of  Norman  architecture ; 
still  sounds  the  neighbor's  cry. 

On  the  final  day  the  tables  will  be  turned .   The 
rich  will  need  the  poor  to  vouch  for  them  before  the 
kingdom's  gates.   Remember  Dives  pleading  for  the  inter- 
cession of  Lazerus. 

When  they  were  hungry  -  did  you  feed  them? 
When  they  were  thirsty  -  did  you  give  them 

drink? 
When  they  were  new  among  you  -  did  you  take 

them  in? 
When  they  were  naked  -  did  you  clothe  them? 
When  they  were  sick  and  in  prison  -  did  you 

go  to  them? 

These  are  the  decisive  questions . 

Jesus  said  so. 

Religion's  job  in  America  and  elsewhere  —  is  to 
help  us  answer  "yes." 


-  7  - 


CLOSING    PRAYER 

Lord;   we  would  love  what  Thou  dost  love 

-  ourselves 

-  our  neighbors 

-  the  world  -  in  all  its  pain  and  -promise, 

Gift  us  with  the  power  of  translation  that 
our  love  may  be  converted  into  solid  acts 
of  helpfulness 

-  to  Thy  praise 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord.     Amen. 
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